Central actions of corticotropin-releasing factor on autonomic nervous activity and cardiovascular functioning.
The physiological role of corticotropin-releasing factor (CRF) in mediating stress-induced activation of the pituitary-adrenal axis, together with the neuroanatomical distribution of immunoreactive CRF and CRF receptors, provides a compelling rationale for investigating actions of CRF within the central nervous system (CNS) on autonomic nervous outflow and cardiovascular function. Evidence is reviewed showing that CRF acts within the CNS to elicit stress-like patterns of autonomic nervous outflow and cardiovascular changes in conscious animals. In addition, blockade of CRF-mediated neurotransmission is demonstrated to alter the expression of stress-induced autonomic nervous and cardiovascular responses. Together, the anatomical, pharmacological and physiological data support the hypothesis that the autonomic nervous and cardiovascular responses to selected stressful stimuli may be mediated in part by CRF-containing neuronal pathways.